Digital cineradiographic study of swallowing in infants with neurologic disease. Our experience.
The study is aimed at proposing the use of digital cineradiography in the evaluation of swallowing disorders in children affected by severe neurological or developmental disability, in order to correctly identify these conditions and provide therapeutic approaches that could solve their feeding problem, improve their nutritional conditions and decrease the risk of infections. In the period between March 2001 and July 2003, 12 children (8 males and 4 females), aged between 9 months and 13 years, (average 6.2 years), affected by severe neurological or psychomotor disorders were evaluated with digital cineradiography. This investigation was requested for recurrent pulmonary infections and/or dysphagia with weight loss. All the examinations were performed with radio-controlled equipment provided with a digital C arm. Using the above mentioned technique, in all 12 patients, it was possible to differentiate those with disorders of the oral and/or pharyngeal swallowing phase (9/12) from those without swallowing dysfunction (3/12). In 9/9 patients passage of contrast medium into the upper airways was observed during swallowing: in 2 of them this was limited to the laryngeal vestibule (sub-epiglottic penetration), while in 7/9 cases aspiration of contrast medium into the trachea (5/9) or into the right bronchus (1/9) or into both bronchi (1/9) was recorded. In one patient the aspiration decreased in the sequences acquired with hyperflexion of the head. In 3/9 patients we recorded the transition of contrast medium into the nasopharynx during swallowing caused by incomplete closing of the oropharyngeal isthmus by the soft palate. In 3/9 patients there was incomplete clearing of the pharynx with contrast medium deposition in glosso-epiglottic vallecules and in the pyriform sinuses; only in one case did this stagnation result in post-swallowing aspiration. More than one disorder was found in 5/9 patients, and one only in 4/9. On the basis of our preliminary data it is possible to conclude that the dynamic swallowing study with digital technique allows a clear-cut evaluation of the swallowing process with minimum discomfort for the patient. On the other hand, the technique exposes to the risk of ionizing radiation; however, in consideration of the important clinical and therapeutic implications and in agreement with the literature, we believe that the importance of the information provided by the technique outweighs the risks linked to radiations.